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Abstract 

The present meta-analysis aimed to explore the correlates of listening comprehension in first (L1) and 

second language (L2). In this regard, the overall average correlation scores, obtained from several 

primary studies retrieved from several databases, between linguistic (vocabulary size, vocabulary depth, 

syntactic knowledge), cognitive (working memory, metacognitive skills), and affective factors (anxiety 

and self-concept) and oral comprehension were measured. The results of the analysis revealed that in 

terms of strengths of association with listening comprehension, linguistic correlates were superior to 

cognitive correlates in L2 listening comprehension. There existed positive correlations with large effect 

sizes between vocabulary and grammar knowledge and listening comprehension while working memory 

yielded a positive correlation with a small effect size. Metacognitive skills, on the other hand, 

demonstrated a positive correlation with L2 listening comprehension with a large effect size. A similar 

pattern was observed in L1 listening comprehension with smaller strengths of association. Vocabulary 

and grammar knowledge yielded positive correlations with L1 listening comprehension and the effect size 

was medium while working memory weakly correlated with listening comprehension. An important 

distinction between L1 and L2 listening comprehension was observed in the affective domain. Anxiety 

and self-concept which were not reported to correlate with L1 listening comprehension were found to 

display large correlations with listening comprehension in L2. Overall, it was found that listening 

comprehension in both L1 and L2 is a multi-faceted process with different types of components involved. 

© 2019 EJAL & the Authors. Published by Eurasian Journal of Applied Linguistics (EJAL). This is an open-access 

article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license (CC BY-NC-ND) 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/). 

Keywords: Listening comprehension; correlates of listening; meta-analysis; componential approach; L1 
listening; L2 listening 

1. Introduction 

One crucial task language learners have to accomplish is comprehension of written 

and spoken texts (text comprehension henceforth) as there is plenty of input in 

language classes for language learners to process. Written and oral texts brought to 

language classrooms are important sources for providing input as language learners 

are expected to process these stimuli for their academic and linguistic development. 
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However, the rate or success of comprehension is not the same for each individual 

learner in the same learning environment. This is mostly because comprehension is a 

complex skill dependent on other component skills such as vocabulary knowledge 

(Chen, 2011; Choi, 2013), grammar knowledge (Shiotsu & Weir, 2007; Yalin & Wei, 

2011), or background knowledge about the topic handled in the text (Lee, 2007; 

Leeser, 2007). 

Therefore, the question of which factors are effective in explaining text 

comprehension is a difficult one to answer due to the complex nature of 

comprehension (Kim, 2015; Kim & Cho, 2015). In other words, it may not be feasible 

to attribute success or failure in reading and listening comprehension to one 

component; rather it should be kept in mind that there is a complex relationship 

between many components at play.  

The existence of component skills within a macro skill has important implications 

for teaching contexts. One significant implication is that language skills such as 

reading and listening comprehension have been viewed as a sum of component skills. 

Urquhart and Weir (1998), for example, suggested that the componential approach to 

reading comprehension aims at finding out whether certain constituents are present 

in the reading process. Similarly, Carr and Levy (1990) asserted that componential 

approaches to reading strive for identifying individual differences affecting reading 

and exploring their shared relationship and contributions to reading. Shiotsu and 

Weir (2007) also defined the goal of componential approach as “identifying possible 

explanatory skill factors or components involved in the reading process” (p. 99). They 

further elaborated the procedures in componential approaches suggesting that 

componential approach includes measuring learners’ success in different components 

quantitatively and coming up with explanations about the effect of these components 

on the overall success in text comprehension based on the correlation scores between 

these measures and comprehension. In a nutshell, the first implication foresees that 

success in higher-order skills is dependent on success in lower order skills.  

Another important implication is the diagnostic use of the componential approach 

in determining weaknesses of language learners in component skills and designing 

necessary interventions (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014).  In other words, studies with 

componential approach to text comprehension serve diagnostic purposes and help 

researchers and teachers prepare the necessary interventions to address 

comprehension difficulties resulting from deficiencies in component skills (Shiotsu & 

Weir, 2007). In parallel with the first implication, success in higher-order skills 

depends on success in component skills. It has also been advocated that performance 

deficiencies in component skills reflect the areas to improve performance in complex 

skills.  

The difficulty in detecting the factors that explain variance in reading and listening 

comprehension as the two complex skills has led researchers to adopt componential 

approach due to its inherent practicality in (a) determining what causes success or 

failure in certain skills and (b) designing the necessary interventions once the 
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components are identified. As a result of these practicalities, componential research 

into reading and listening alike is thought to have much to offer for professionals in 

the field of language teaching since it can capture the complex nature of text 

comprehension and uncover the complex interaction among the components involved 

in the process.  

1.1. Conceptualization of text comprehension 

In line with the propositions of the componential approach, Kintsch (1988) proposed 

the Construction-Integration Model in order to capture the complex nature of text 

comprehension. In this model, comprehending texts, with no reference to any 

distinction between oral and written texts, is thought to consist of three distinct but 

related levels: surface level (vocabulary and grammar knowledge), propositional level 

(making meaning of sentences in discourse), and situation level (constructing 

meaning on prior knowledge). Figure 1 demonstrates the hierarchical relationship 

between the components present at each level. 

As proposed in the model by Kintsch (1988), comprehension of texts is affected by 

learners’ lower order skills such as working memory, grammatical knowledge, and 

vocabulary knowledge as well as their higher order skills such as inferencing ability 

and background knowledge about the topic handled in those texts. Similarly, as 

demonstrated in the model, lower level skills may affect success in higher-order skills. 

This idea underlines the complex relationship among the component skills and with 

text comprehension. Therefore, research into the factors leading to success or failure 

in comprehension should adopt a componential approach and take into account as 

many components involved in the process as possible without ignoring or 

overemphasizing certain components. The need for investigating the multifaceted 

nature of comprehension is well-reflected throughout the literature, especially in the 

reading research. For example, a comprehensive meta-analysis by Jeon and 

Figure 1. Conceptualization of text comprehension in Construction-Integration 

Model by Kintsch (1988) 
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Yamashita (2014) presented results from several studies on correlates of reading 

comprehension including high evidence correlates, those which were frequently 

addressed, such as vocabulary knowledge, grammar knowledge, L2 decoding and L1 

reading comprehension; and low evidence correlates, those investigated less 

frequently, such as working memory, L2 orthographic knowledge, L2 morphological 

knowledge, L2 phonological awareness and metacognition. The study is an important 

attempt to systematically collect evidence of the multi-faceted nature of text 

comprehension and present the strengths of associations between cognitive and 

linguistic components and comprehension. Listening comprehension is also a similar 

process of decoding incoming messages. However, to date there has not been a meta-

analytic study to provide robust evidence of the multi-faceted nature of listening 

comprehension.  

As text comprehension is a multi-faceted process, researchers have to handle 

several components separately or together, which brings about many independent 

studies addressing different components. Consequently, a systematic collection of 

these independent studies is needed for a comprehensive panorama of the skills 

involved in comprehension. Therefore, the current meta-analysis aims to investigate 

the correlates of listening comprehension by answering the following questions: 

1. What are the components of listening and their strengths of association with 

listening comprehension? 

2. Is there a difference between L2 listening and L2 reading with regard to their 

correlates? 

3. Is there a difference between L1 and L2 listening comprehension with regard to 

their correlates? 

A systematic analysis of studies on the relationship between component skills of 

listening comprehension could contribute significantly to our understanding of the 

complex relationship between these subskills and listening comprehension. Meta-

analysis is defined as a kind of statistical procedure employed to calculate the mean 

and variance of effects sizes obtained from a collection of primary studies in a specific 

area (Plonsky & Oswald, 2012). In addition to this narrower definition, Plonksy and 

Oswald (2012) provide a broader definition which includes not only the statistical 

computations but also “the expert’s understanding, translation, and communication of 

the research studies and samples involved, along with the best that theory has to offer 

across studies and beyond those studies” (p. 275). In other words, meta-analysis 

requires comprehensive search for studies, mostly quantitative studies, from different 

sources and combining the results from these studies to come up with a theoretical 

understanding of the issue at hand. One important advantage of meta-analysis is that 

results come from many individual primary studies, and this, in turn, provides a more 

panoramic view of the issue handled. In language teaching research, such an analysis 

can act as a diagnostic step to improve a certain skill by uncovering the commonly 

studied correlates of that specific skill. Therefore, the current meta-analysis aims to 

find out the subcomponents of listening comprehension and explore how successful 
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these component skills can account for variance among language learners in terms of 

listening comprehension. 

2. Review of the Components of Listening Comprehension 

Like reading comprehension, listening comprehension is a skill that should be 

researched with a componential approach since several different factors determine 

learners’ success or failure. As such, several studies have been devoted to 

investigating the components of listening comprehension which can be classified as 

linguistic (vocabulary and grammar knowledge), cognitive (working memory and 

metacognitive strategy use) and affective (anxiety and motivation). 

2.1. Linguistic components 

Defined as knowledge of forms and meanings of words (Nation, 2001) in its simplest 

sense, vocabulary knowledge is one of the most important components of all language 

skills. The role of vocabulary knowledge in linguistic is nearly taken for granted and 

one of the main goals of language teaching programs is to build as large vocabulary 

repertoire among language learners as possible. Several attempts have been made to 

investigate how to teach vocabulary through vocabulary tasks in short periods of 

language teaching programs (Beal, 2007; Keating, 2008). The main motive behind 

such studies has always been the idea that vocabulary knowledge is at the heart of 

language learning and it is essential to have sufficient amount of vocabulary 

knowledge either to express oneself or decode the incoming stimuli. Several studies 

addressed the importance of vocabulary knowledge in writing (Al Seyabi & 

Tuzlukova, 2014; Huy, 2015; Sawaki, Quinlan, & Lee, 2013) underlining that 

deficiencies in vocabulary knowledge result in learners having difficulties in 

arranging and conveying ideas to the readers. Similar difficulties are reported to 

emerge during spoken communication due to lack of vocabulary knowledge 

(Khotimah, 2014; Pérez Manzanilla & Diaz Cabrera, 2014; Tahir, 2015). Taken 

together with studies underlining the strong relationship with vocabulary knowledge 

and reading comprehension, the results of these studies highlight the importance of 

vocabulary knowledge in production as well comprehension. Strong correlations 

between comprehension and vocabulary knowledge have also been obtained in L2 

listening (Andringa, Olsthoorn, Van Beuningen, Schoonen, & Hulstijn, 2012; Bonk, 

2000; Matthews & Cheng, 2015; Oh, 2016; Stæhr, 2008; Teng, 2014; Tighe, Spencer, & 

Schatschneider, 2015). Higher levels of vocabulary knowledge have been associated 

with higher levels of listening comprehension and similarly deficiencies in lexical 

knowledge resulted in lack of comprehension. 

Another important component of language skills is grammar knowledge. Grammar 

knowledge can be defined as knowledge about some morphosyntactic features as 

tense, subject-verb agreement, aspect and articles (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014). As in 

the case of vocabulary knowledge, the role of grammar knowledge in linguistic 

development in all skills has been highlighted. The teaching of grammar has been 
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found effective in promoting writing skill among L2 learners by helping them organize 

their ideas and express themselves more clearly (Jones, Myhill, & Bailey, 2013). 

However, there is lack of evidence to advocate that grammar knowledge is vital for 

speaking fluency. The research up to date has usually acknowledged the important 

role grammar knowledge plays in comprehension of the incoming stimuli, both 

written and oral, rather than in production. As is the case in L2 reading research, 

grammar knowledge has been found to be strong correlating with L2 listening 

comprehension (Oh, 2016; Sağlam, 2014). However, a closer look into the existing 

literature clearly shows that there is a great scarcity of studies into the relationship 

between grammar knowledge and L2 listening comprehension, which calls for further 

studies into the issue.  

2.2. Cognitive components 

An oft-discussed question in L2 reading literature has been whether reading 

comprehension is a language or a reading problem since Alderson (1984) asked it. His 

concern was to determine if language learners differed from each other in terms of L2 

reading comprehension due to language-neutral cognitive differences such as working 

memory and metacognitive strategies used or language-specific linguistic factors such 

as vocabulary and grammar knowledge. The existing literature on L2 reading 

comprehension seems to have resolved the question in favor of linguistic factors. 

However, when we turn our attention to L2 listening comprehension studies, due to 

low empirical accumulation, we are far from a conclusive answer to the question 

whether L2 listening comprehension is a language or listening problem. Considering 

the existing evidence, working memory is not a significant contributor to L2 listening 

comprehension since the reported correlation is weak (Andersson, 2010; Andringa et 

al., 2012; Brunfaut & Révézs, 2015; Call, 1985; Tighe et al., 2015). On the other hand, 

metacognition has been reported to yield weak to strong correlations with L2 listening 

comprehension (Amin, Aly, & Mohammed, 2015; Kassem, 2015; Sağlam, 2014). 

2.3. Affective components 

In educational settings, specifically L2 learning contexts, students don’t come to the 

class as human beings with only cognitive and linguistic differences affecting the 

process of language learning but they also bring to the classroom affective differences. 

Krashen (1985) for example suggests that in order for comprehensible input to be 

received by the learner, affective barriers (also referred as affective filter) should be 

overcome. In line with this suggestion, scholars have often looked into the effects of 

motivation and anxiety on language learning. Defined by psychologists as a state of 

apprehension and a fear that is indirectly associated with an object (Scovel, 1978), 

anxiety has been shown to have debilitating effects on language learners in speaking 

(Woodrow, 2006; Zhiping, 2013), in writing (Cheng, 2002; Cheng, Horwitz, & 

Schallert, 1999); in reading (Saito, Garza, & Horwitz, 1999; Sellers, 2000; Zin & 

Rafik-Galea, 2010). We witness a similar case in L2 listening research with anxiety 
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correlating negatively with listening comprehension scores (Atasheneh & Izadi, 2012; 

Brunfaut & Révész, 2015; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Serraj & Noordin, 2013). The studies 

demonstrated that when anxiety levels increased, language learners have difficulties 

in oral comprehension. Put it differently, those learners with lower levels of anxiety 

performed better in comprehension than those suffering from high levels of anxiety. 

Considering the huge effect of anxiety on listening comprehension along with a 

relatively low number of studies conducted so far, it is a must for further studies to 

address this factor along with other components.  

On the opposite side of the affective domain, there is a motivation factor which 

contributes to language learning in the reverse direction. Motivation has been 

reported to yield a moderate correlation with L2 listening comprehension 

(Tafaghodtari & Vandergrift, 2008).   

3. Method 

3.1. Literature Review and Inclusion of Studies 

The present inquiry covered studies that adopted a componential approach to text 

comprehension with the components and text comprehension measured 

quantitatively. In other words, the scope of the present analysis is the studies which 

reported correlational values between components and listening comprehension 

Figure 2. Steps of search and inclusion of studies 
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scores. The steps of locating the relevant studies are presented in Figure 2. 

First, as Figure 2 shows, a number of electronic databases and journals were 

screened to locate relevant inquiries into the components of listening comprehension. 

In order to obtain as many articles into listening comprehension as possible, no time 

range was set. The electronic databases and the journal were searched using the 

terms “listening comprehension”, “oral comprehension”, “components”, “listening skill” 

so as not to limit the search for specific components. Another precaution for not 

limiting the results was that the entries were searched not only in the titles but also 

in the abstracts. Moreover, studies were located through citation chasing in review 

articles. As a result of the searching procedure, 1659 abstracts were screened and the 

articles which seemed to use a correlational design were retrieved from the databases. 

Among these studies, only those which included samples without any mental or 

linguistic disorders were analyzed further. The studies that recruited participants 

with such disorders were excluded from the analysis, as the results obtained from 

participants with special needs would discourage us to generalize the results. Finally, 

only the studies which reported sample sizes and correlation results were included in 

the present meta-analysis. The studies with pre and pots-test and/or experimental 

design were excluded from the analysis since the main motive of the study was to find 

out the strengths of associations between the component skills and listening 

comprehension. Furthermore, the studies reporting duplicate samples were excluded 

from the analysis. Table 1 presents a brief account of the studies (participants, 

variables under investigation, instruments, and results). 

3.2. Analysis of the studies 

The studies included in the meta-analysis were first coded for the status of the 

language on which listening comprehension was measured since L1 and L2 listening 

comprehension were handled separately. Once the coding was completed, the studies 

that used a longitudinal design and reported correlation coefficients at different time 

points were determined. Only one correlation coefficient was reported among different 

time points (e.g., Jeon and Yamashita, 2014), the one which was closer to the rest of 

the studies in terms of effect size in the present case. As for studies which reported 

using more than one instrument to measure a specific variable, the average score 

from the instruments was reported. Once the coding of the studies as L1 or L2 was 

complete and when the correlational values were determined, the studies were 

entered into the Comprehensive Meta-Analysis software. The correlation scores 

between the components and listening comprehension were calculated as well as their 

95% confidence of interval for the association between the variables and listening 

comprehension. In order to interpret correlation coefficient sizes, discipline-specific 

benchmarks proposed by Plonksy and Oswald (2014) were used after careful analysis 

of primary and meta-analytic studies in the field of second language acquisition. 

Plonsky and Oswald (2014) suggest “rs close to .25 be considered small, .40 medium, 

and .60 large” (p. 889). 
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Table 1. Overview of the studies included in the meta-analysis 

 Participants  Components Instruments Results 

Adams et al. (1999) 66 English Children Working memory, vocabulary 

comprehension 

Comprehension sub-scale of Reynell 

Developmental Language Scales, word span 

task, The British Picture Vocabulary Scale 

Working memory (r=.30) 

Vocabulary comprehension (r=.65) 

Amin et al. (2011) 80 Egyptian learners of 

English 

Strategic listening Listening test, strategic listening 

questionnaire,  

Strategic listening (r=.80) 

Andersson (2010) 95 Swedish learners of 

English 

Working memory Listening comprehension task, word span task Working memory (r.=.28) 

Andringa et al. (2012) 121 native and 113 non-

native speakers of Dutch 

Vocabulary, working memory, 

grammatical processing 

Dutch State Exam of Listening Proficiency, 

Receptive vocabulary test, Digit and non-word 

span tasks, Sentence initial acceptability task 

Native speakers 

Vocabulary (r=.35) 

Grammatical processing (r=.29 

Working memory (r=.37) 

Non-native speakers 

Vocabulary (r=.68)  

Grammatical processing (r=.77)  

Working memory (r=.21 )  

Atasheneh & Izadi (2012)  60 Iranian learners of 

English 

Foreign language learning 

anxiety 

Two listening tests of Main Street 

Series, foreign Language Class Anxiety 

Foreign language learning anxiety (r=-69) 

Bonk (2000) 59 Japanese learners of 

English 

Lexical familiarity Four listening passages, Dictation task Lexical familiarity (r=.44)  

Brunfaut & Révész (2015) 93 Non-native learners of 

English 

Working memory, listening 

anxiety 

Passage completion task, span tasks, listening 

anxiety scale 

Working memory (r=.29) 

Listening anxiety (r=-54) 

Call (1985) 41 Arabic/Spanish learners 

of English 

Working memory Michigan Test of Aural Comprehension, 

random word repetition task 

Working memory (r=.39) 

http://dx.doi.org/
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Elkhafaifi (2005) 233 learners of Arabic from 

several backgrounds 

Foreign language listening 

anxiety 

Listening grades, foreign language listening 

anxiety scale 

Foreign language listening anxiety (r=.-70) 

Florit, Roch, Altoè, & Levorato 

(2009) 

84 Italian children  Vocabulary knowledge, working 

memory 

Test for listening comprehension, Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test, word span task 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=40) 

Working memory (r=.38) 

Fracasso, Bangs, & Binder 

(2016) 

55 Adult speakers of 

English as a second 

language 

Morphological awareness Listening comprehension test, 

derivation/suffix choice/production tasks 

Morphological awareness (r=.76) 

Kassem (2015) 84 Egyptian learners of 

English 

Listening strategy Listening sub-test of TOEFL, listening 

strategy questionnaire 

Listening strategy (r=.62) 

Kim (2015) 148 Korean children Vocabulary knowledge, syntactic 

knowledge, working memory 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Narrative 

listening comprehension test, syntactic 

knowledge task, listening span task 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.42) 

Syntactic knowledge (r= .46) 

Working memory (r=.17) 

Kim (2016) 201 Korean children Working memory, vocabulary 

knowledge, grammar knowledge, 

inference skills,  

Two listening texts, listening span task, 

expressive vocabulary task, grammatical 

knowledge task, inference task 

Text 1 

Working memory (r=.43) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.40) 

Grammar knowledge (r=.45) 

Inference skills (r=.50) 

Text 2 

Working memory (r=.31) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.30) 

Grammar knowledge (r=.31) 

Inference skills (r=.33) 

Kim & Philips (2014) 156 children  Vocabulary knowledge Test of narrative language, Woodcock-Johnson  Vocabulary knowledge (r=.59) 

Kök (2017) 44 Turkish learners of 

English 

Listening strategy Listening sub-test of IELTS, listening 

comprehension strategy use inventory  

Listening comprehension strategy use 

(r=.86) 



 Karalık, T. & Merç, A. / Eurasian Journal of Applied Linguistics 5(3) (2019) 353–383 363 

 

Lepola, Lynch, Laakkonen, 

Silvén, & Niemi (2012) 

130 Finnish children  Phonological awareness, 

vocabulary knowledge, sentence 

memory, inference skills 

Text comprehension test, rhyme and 

alliteration tasks, word definition test, 

sentence repetition task, picture book 

reviewing 

Time1 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.45)  

Phonological awareness (r=.31)  

Sentence memory (r=.50)  

Inference skills (r=.39) 

Time 2 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.53) 

Sentence memory (r=.31) 

Inference skills (r=.51)  

Time 3 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.45)  

Sentence memory (r=.35)  

Inference skills (r=.54)  

Matthews & Cheng (2015) 167 Chinese learners of 

English 

Vocabulary knowledge Listening sub-test of IELTS, a word 

recognition test 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.73) 

Oh (2016) 75 Korean learners of 

English 

Vocabulary knowledge, grammar 

knowledge 

Listening parts of the mid-term and final 

exams, auditory vocabulary test, sentence 

completion task 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.59) 

Grammar knowledge (r=.55) 

Rahimi & Abedini (2009) 61 Iranian learners of 

English 

Self-efficacy Listening sub-test of TOEFL, Self-efficacy 

questionnaire 

Self-efficacy (r=.78) 

Sağlam (2014) 73 Turkish learners of 

English 

Grammar knowledge, vocabulary 

knowledge, listening strategy use 

TOEFL listening comprehension test, TOEFL 

structure test, vocabulary levels test 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.71) 

Grammar knowledge (r=.70) 

Strategy use (r=.128) 

Serraj & Noordin (2013) 210 Iranian learners of 

English 

Foreign language listening 

anxiety 

IELTS listening practice test, foreign 

language listening anxiety scale  

Foreign language listening anxiety (r=-

414) 

Stæhr (2008) 88 Danish learners of 

English  

Vocabulary size Vocabulary Levels Test, listening 

comprehension test 

Vocabulary size (r=.69)  

Stæhr (2009) 115 Danish learners of 

English 

Vocabulary size, depth of 

vocabulary knowledge 

Vocabulary Levels Test, depth of vocabulary 

knowledge test, listening comprehension test 

Vocabulary size (r=.70)  

Vocabulary depth (r=.65)  
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Tabrizi & Saeidi (2015) 90 Iranian learners of 

English 

Listening self-efficacy TOEFL listening practice test, listening self-

efficacy beliefs questionnaire 

Listening self-efficacy (r=.56) 

Tafaghodtari & Vandergrift 

(2008) 

115 Iranian learners of 

English 

Metacognitive awareness, 

language learning motivation 

Listening sub-test of the institutional 

proficiency test, MALQ, language learning 

motivation orientation scale 

Metacognitive awareness (r=.57) 

Motivation (r=.46) 

Teng (2014) 88 Chinese learners of 

English 

Vocabulary size, depth of 

vocabulary knowledge 

IELTS listening comprehension test, 

vocabulary size test, depth of vocabulary 

knowledge test 

Vocabulary size (r=.86) 

Vocabulary depth (r=.91) 

Teng (2016) 88 Chinese learners of 

English 

Vocabulary size, depth of 

vocabulary knowledge 

IELTS academic listening comprehension test, 

vocabulary size test, depth of vocabulary 

knowledge test 

Vocabulary size (r=.70) 

Vocabulary depth (r=.75) 

Tighe et al. (2015) 215 3rd graders 

188 7th graders 

182 10th graders from 

several backgrounds 

Working memory, reasoning 

skills, vocabulary 

 

Listening sub-test of Florida Comprehensive 

Assessment Test, competing language 

processing task, Wechsler Abbreviated Scale 

of Intelligence (different subtests for reasoning 

and vocabulary) 

3rd graders 

Working memory (r=.40) 

Reasoning skills (r=.44) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.62) 

7th graders 

Working memory (r=.32) 

Reasoning skills (r=.39) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.57) 

10th graders 

Working memory (r=.15) 

Reasoning skills (r=.36) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.46) 

Vandergrift & Baker (2015) 157 learners of English in a 

Canadian context 

Vocabulary knowledge, working 

memory, metacognition,  

English listening comprehension test, Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test, WTMB-C (Working 

Memory Test Battery for Children), MALQ 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.51) 

Working memory (r=.20) 

Metacognition (r=.23) 

Vulchanova, Foyn, Nilsen,  & 

Sigmundsson (2014) 

84 Norwegian learners of 

English 

Working memory, vocabulary 

knowledge 

English listening comprehension test, working 

memory test battery for children, Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test 

Working memory (r=.40) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.46) 
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Wang & Treffers-Daller (2017) 172 Chinese learners of 

English 

Vocabulary knowledge, 

Metacognition 

Listening subtest of CET-4, Vocabulary size 

test, MALQ 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.44) 

Metacognition (r=.19) 

Wolfgramm,  Suter,  & Göksel 

(2016) 

354 Swiss learners of 

German  

Concentration, working memory, 

vocabulary knowledge, self-

concept 

Klassencockpit Listening Comprehension 

Test, Harmos Listening Comprehension Test, 

Test Battery for the Assessment of 

Concentration, Letter-Number Sequencing 

task, vocabulary subtest of Klassencockpit 

test, Differential Vocational Self-concept Grid  

Klassencockpit 

Concentration (r=.26) 

Working memory (r=.14) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.459) 

Self-concept (r=.30) 

HarmoS 

Concentration (r=.39) 

Working memory (r=.35) 

Vocabulary knowledge (r=.48) 

Self-concept (r=.35) 
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4. Results 

4.1. Correlates of L1 listening comprehension 

The number of independent samples, overall correlation coefficients and 95% 

confidence of intervals of the correlates of L1 listening comprehension are presented 

in Table 2. If the CI value is higher than 0, the correlation is significantly different 

from 0. 

Table 2. Overall correlations between the components and L1 listening comprehension 

As Table 2 shows, most of the studies addressed vocabulary knowledge followed by 

working memory and grammar knowledge. The effect sizes ranged from medium to 

weak. 

4.1.1. Linguistic correlates of L1 listening comprehension 

4.1.1.1. Vocabulary knowledge and L1 listening comprehension 

Vocabulary knowledge was the most commonly investigated correlate of L1 

listening comprehension. Seven different studies with seven independent samples and 

a total of 906 participants reported correlation coefficients for vocabulary knowledge 

and L1 listening comprehension (mean sample size = 129.4, SD = 45.33, range = 66-

201). The participants had several L1s: Finnish (1 Sample), Dutch (1 Sample), Korean 

(2 Samples), English (2 Samples), and Italian (1 Sample) and their ages ranged from 

kindergarten to adults. The individual and overall correlations reported in the studies 

are demonstrated in Figure 3 (the squares indicate individual correlation coefficients 

and the diamond represents the overall mean correlation). 

 

 

 

 

 

Component N r[95%CI] I2 

Vocabulary Knowledge 7 .45[.35-.54]** 68.635 

Grammar Knowledge 3 .36[.25-.46]** 41.800 

Phonological Awareness 

Morphological Awareness 

2 .57[-.01-.86] 94.063 

Working Memory 6 .31[.24-.37]** 0.000 

**p<.001 

Figure 3. Reported correlations between vocabulary knowledge and listening 

comprehension 

http://dx.doi.org/
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The correlation between L1 vocabulary knowledge and L1 listening comprehension 

was found to be positive and the effect size was medium (r = .45, 95% CI [.35-.54]) and 

significant (p < .001). This finding suggests that vocabulary knowledge plays an 

important role in predicting L1 listening success. Higher vocabulary knowledge meant 

higher listening comprehension scores and similarly, lower vocabulary knowledge 

brought about lower comprehension scores. 

4.1.1.2. Grammar knowledge and L1 listening comprehension 

Grammar knowledge was addressed in three studies with three independent 

samples. The total number of participants in the studies were 470 (mean sample size 

= 156.6, SD = 40.69, range = 121-201). Figure 4 shows the overall correlation 

coefficients obtained in these studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The overall correlation between L1 grammar and L1 listening comprehension was 

positive with medium effect size as well (r = .36, 95% CI [.25-.46]) and the association 

was significant (p < .001). It is clear that both linguistic factors have similar effects on 

the overall listening comprehension scores with a slight advantage of vocabulary 

knowledge over grammar knowledge. 

4.1.1.3. Morphological and phonological awareness and L1 listening comprehension 

There were only two studies (Fracasso et al., 2016; Lepola et al., 2012) addressing 

the relationship between phonological and morphological awareness and listening 

comprehension, with each component being addressed in one study. Phonological 

awareness had a small positive correlation with L1 listening comprehension (r = .31, 

95% CI [.15-.46]) and the interaction was significant (p < .001). On the other hand, 

morphological awareness displayed a significant (p<.001) and large (r = .76, 95% CI 

[.62-.85]) correlation with listening comprehension.  

4.1.2. Cognitive correlates of L1 listening comprehension 

The only cognitive component addressed by the studies conducted on L1 listening 

comprehension was working memory. Six correlations were obtained from six 

different studies with 750 participants (mean sample size = 125, SD = 47.97, range = 

66-201). Correlation coefficients are presented in Figure 5. 

 

 

Figure 4. Reported correlations between grammar knowledge and listening 

comprehension 
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Working memory had a positive correlation with L1 listening comprehension with a 

small effect size (r = .31, 95% CI [.24-.37]) and the correlation was significant (p < 

.001). This suggests that the role of cognition is relatively limited in L1 listening when 

compared to linguistic components. 

4.2. Correlates of L2 listening comprehension 

The number of independent samples, overall correlation coefficients and 95% 

confidence of intervals of the correlates of L2 listening comprehension are presented 

in Table 3. 

Table 3. Overall correlations between the components and L2 listening comprehension 

Component N r[95%CI] I2 

Vocabulary Size 16 .62[.55-.68]** 82.682 

Vocabulary Depth 3 .80[.57-.91]** 92.933 

Grammar Knowledge 3 .69[.54-.79]** 71.560 

Working Memory 10 .30[.24-.35]** 29.243 

Metacognition 7 .54[.29-.72]** 93.804 

Self-concept 4 .55[.34-.70]** 88.053 

Anxiety 4 -.59[-.73- -.42]** 86.678 

** p <.001 

Table 3 underlines that the mostly studied correlate of L2 listening comprehension 

is vocabulary knowledge followed by working memory and metacognition. Unlike the 

results obtained in L1 studies, the studies reported large effect sizes, especially in 

linguistic components. Additionally, affective components were also reported to have 

correlated with L2 listening comprehension, which was not the case in L1 studies.  

4.2.1. Linguistic correlates of L2 listening comprehension 

4.2.1.1. Vocabulary knowledge and L2 listening comprehension 

Vocabulary knowledge was investigated through 14 studies with 16 independent 

samples and 2218 participants from several linguistic backgrounds including Chinese 

(4 samples), Turkish (1 sample), Danish (2 samples), Japanese (1 sample), Norwegian 

Figure 5. Reported correlations between working memory and listening 

comprehension 
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(1 sample) and Swiss (1 sample) (mean sample size= 158.42, SD = 75.44, range = 59-

354). Among the participants, one sample learned Dutch, one learned German, and 

the rest learned English as their L2. The studies and their reported correlations 

between vocabulary knowledge and L2 listening comprehension are presented in 

Figure 6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The overall correlation between vocabulary knowledge and L2 listening 

comprehension was found to be positive and the effect size was large (r = .62, 95% CI 

[.55-.68]) and significant (p < .001). This indicates that vocabulary knowledge, as 

measured through vocabulary size tests or recognition tests, was a strong indicator of 

L2 listening comprehension. Higher vocabulary knowledge scores brought about 

higher scores on listening comprehension tasks.  

In addition to vocabulary size, depth of vocabulary knowledge was also investigated 

through three independent samples of 291 participants in total. Two samples had 

Chinese as their L1s and one sample came from Danish background. Figure 7 

presents the studies and the reported correlations between the depth of vocabulary 

knowledge and listening comprehension. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Reported correlations between vocabulary knowledge and listening 

comprehension 

Figure 7. Reported correlations between the depth of vocabulary knowledge and 

listening comprehension 
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The overall correlation between the depth of vocabulary knowledge and L2 listening 

comprehension was positive and the effect size of the association was large (r = .79, 

95% CI [.57-.91]) and significant (p < .001).  

This finding, along with that of vocabulary size, suggests that both dimensions of 

vocabulary knowledge are important contributors to L2 listening comprehension and 

that vocabulary size should be reinforced with the depth of vocabulary knowledge. 

4.2.1.2. Grammar knowledge and L2 listening comprehension 

Another linguistic component addressed in L2 listening studies was grammar 

knowledge. Correlation results for this component came from three different samples, 

as in the case of L1 studies, with 261 participants in total (mean sample size = 87, SD 

= 22.53, range = 73-113). Overall correlation coefficients and 95% confidence of 

intervals for the association between grammar knowledge and L2 listening 

comprehension are presented in Figure 8. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There exists a positive overall correlation between grammar knowledge and L2 

listening comprehension with a large effect size (r = .69, 95% CI [.54-.79]) and the 

association between the two is significant (p < .001). Although there is a scarcity of 

studies conducted in this domain compared to vocabulary knowledge, the results 

reveal that grammar is also a significant predictor of L2 listening comprehension 

success. As in the case of vocabulary knowledge, higher scores on grammar tests were 

accompanied by higher listening comprehension scores. Taken together, vocabulary 

and grammar knowledge yielded stronger correlations with L2 listening 

comprehension than with L1 listening comprehension scores. 

4.2.2. Cognitive correlates of L2 listening comprehension 

In addition to linguistic components which depend on the linguistic proficiency of 

learners, correlations of language-neutral components were also reported which are 

independent of language proficiency. These correlates were working memory and 

metacognition (as measured by strategic listening skills and metacognitive awareness 

tests). 

Figure 8. Reported correlations between grammar knowledge and listening 

comprehension 
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4.2.2.1. Working memory and L2 listening comprehension 

There were correlation reports from eight studies and ten independent samples 

with 1522 participants coming from varying linguistic backgrounds (mean sample size 

= 190.25, SD = 89.56, range = 41-354). Individual and overall correlations along with 

their 95% confidence of interval scores are shown in Figure 9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall correlation between working memory and L2 listening comprehension was 

small (r = .30, 95% CI [.24-.35]) and significant (p < .001). It is demonstrated by the 

results that working memory was not as significant a factor in explaining L2 listening 

comprehension as linguistic factors of grammar and vocabulary knowledge. 

A similar case was observed in L1 listening comprehension with working memory 

yielding smaller correlations with comprehension than linguistic components of 

vocabulary and grammar knowledge. Taken together with the results obtained in L1 

listening comprehension, the results highlight the superiority of linguistic components 

over working memory in terms of their contribution to listening comprehension. 

4.2.2.2. Metacognition and L2 listening comprehension 

Unlike studies on L1 listening comprehension, those investigating L2 listening 

comprehension reported correlation results for another cognitive component, 

metacognition. The results were obtained from seven studies with seven independent 

samples and 725 subjects (mean sample size = 103.57, SD = 46.7, range = 44-172). 

Figure 10 presents the individual and collective correlation scores between 

metacognition and L2 listening comprehension. 

As demonstrated in Figure 10, correlation between metacognition and L2 listening 

comprehension is positive with a large (r = .54, 95% CI [.29-.72]) and statistically 

significant effect size (p < .001). Metacognition was found to be a far more important 

determiner of L2 listening comprehension success than the other cognitive 

component, working memory. 

Figure 9. Reported correlations between working memory and listening 

comprehension 
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4.2.3. Affective correlates of L2 listening comprehension 

An important discovery in the current meta-analysis is the strong association 

between affective factors and L2 listening comprehension. This was not the case with 

L1 listening comprehension since no studies reported such correlations. Affective 

correlates consisted of self-concept (motivation and self-efficacy) and anxiety (foreign 

language listening anxiety, and foreign language learning anxiety). 

4.2.3.1. Self-concept and L2 listening comprehension 

Four studies with four independent samples and 620 participants reported 

correlations between self-concept and L2 listening comprehension (mean sample size 

=155, SD = 134.48, range = 61-354). The results are presented in Figure 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There was a positive correlation between self-concept and L2 listening 

comprehension with a large effect size (r = .55, 95% CI [.34-.70]) and the relationship 

between the two was significant (p < .001). This indicates that learners’ motivation 

towards and perceptions of success in the target language play an important role in 

listening comprehension scores. However, the relationship between these two may be 

in the other direction; high performance on listening may have brought about higher 

perceptions of success and motivation in the target language. 

Figure 10. Reported correlations between metacognition and listening 

comprehension 

Figure 11. Reported correlations between self-concept and listening comprehension 
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4.2.3.2. Anxiety and L2 listening comprehension 

Another recurring affective contributor to listening comprehension was anxiety and 

four correlation reports came from four studies with four samples and 596 

participants in total (mean sample size = 149, SD = 85.31, range = 60-233). The 

results are displayed in Figure 12. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There was a negative correlation between anxiety and L2 listening comprehension 

and the effect size was large (r = -.59, 95% CI [-.73- -.42]) and significant (p < .001). 

Unlike the rest of the correlates of listening comprehension, anxiety had a negative 

relationship with comprehension, meaning that lower anxiety scores brought about 

higher comprehension scores. 

Similar to the other affective component, the relationship between the two may be 

in the other direction; higher performance in listening comprehension may have 

brought about lower levels of anxiety. 

5. Discussion 

The results of the current meta-analysis underlined some important points: (a) 

insufficient empirical accumulation on listening skill, (b) the need for adopting a 

componential approach to listening comprehension, (c) similarities between listening 

and reading comprehension in terms of the components involved in the process and d) 

similarities/differences between L1 and L2 listening comprehension.  

Limiting the discussion to studies with a correlational design, it is obvious from the 

number of studies on listening comprehension that listening is a neglected skill. A 

similar meta-analysis by Jeon and Yamashita (2014) conducted on the components of 

L2 reading comprehension alone included 59 studies while the present meta-analysis 

was based on only 33 studies including L1 and L2 contexts together. Besides, for low 

power of analysis concerns, no moderator variables (age, gender, L1, proficiency, tests 

used to measure each component) could be investigated due to insufficient empirical 

studies present up to the present time. In this sense, it might be argued that listening 

comprehension studies are at their infancy and the area needs further empirical 

evidence. Therefore, the discussions put forward here should be taken with great care.  

Figure 12. Reported correlations between anxiety and listening comprehension 
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Although there is a scarcity of studies addressing listening comprehension, there 

are some significant findings in the previous research. First, listening comprehension 

in L1 and L2 was found to be correlating with several factors, which requires to take a 

componential view to listening skills. Construction Integration Model by Kintsch 

(1988) advocates that comprehension of texts is a complex multi-layered process 

dependent on both linguistic knowledge and cognitive skills and the results of the 

current meta-analysis provide evidence on the complex nature of listening skill with 

correlation reports between cognitive, linguistic and affective factors, and listening 

comprehension. In this regard, we can argue that studies addressing listening 

comprehension should take into consideration at least these three domains to provide 

a comprehensive picture of oral comprehension. However, it is important to bear in 

mind that this meta-analysis was limited in its scope as it focused on studies with 

correlational design. As a result, it is conceivable that there might be several other 

contributors to listening comprehension addressed by studies with different 

methodological designs (e.g., experimental). Hence, it is important to investigate 

listening comprehension within a componential approach and to take into 

consideration multiple component skills in explaining success in this area. In addition 

to researchers, practitioners are also to take into account as many component skills as 

possible and to develop component skills first to improve listening comprehension 

among language learners. The results of the current meta-analysis in this sense can 

be an important guide to detect some of the areas to improve for promoting listening 

comprehension.  

Another important finding is the close similarity between L2 listening and L2 

reading comprehension as two receptive skills. The similarity between the two was 

related to the components involved and their strengths of association with 

comprehension. A similar meta-analysis by Jeon and Yamashita (2014) showed that 

vocabulary and grammar knowledge were two key predictors of reading 

comprehension. This might stem from the fact that both skills are receptive (Davies, 

1976) and include similar processes to comprehend the incoming messages by 

attending to the linguistic features including syntactic and semantic properties of a 

given text. Thence, processing the incoming messages, either spoken or written, would 

require learners to employ their vocabulary and grammar knowledge together. Our 

results also underscore the important role vocabulary and grammar knowledge play 

in determining listening comprehension scores. Similar to L2 reading studies which 

report strong links between vocabulary knowledge and comprehension (Hawas, 1990; 

Khaldieh, 2001; Koda, 1992; Pulido & Hambrick, 2008; Shiotsu, 2010), strong 

associations were found between vocabulary knowledge and L2 listening 

comprehension (Matthews & Cheng, 2015; Sağlam, 2014; Stæhr, 2009; Teng, 2014, 

2016). It is strongly advocated that core word knowledge should be promoted to enable 

learners to comprehend texts (Koda, 2005). This view is well reflected in both L2 

reading and listening comprehension studies with the majority of studies addressing 

this component much more frequently than any other factor. The role of vocabulary 

knowledge is almost taken for granted, and as a result, most studies ended up 
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focusing on vocabulary knowledge over other linguistic components, especially 

grammar knowledge, in investigating L2 listening and reading skills. However, 

defined as “the knowledge about a variety of morphosyntactic properties such as 

tense, aspect, word order, subject-verb agreement, and articles” (Jeon & Yamashita, 

2014, p. 165), grammar knowledge proved to be as strong as, if not stronger, than 

vocabulary knowledge in explaining variance in L2 listening (Andringa et al., 2012; 

Sağlam, 2014) and reading comprehension (Bensoussan & Ramraz, 1984; Lefrancois 

& Armand, 2003; Shiotsu & Weir, 2007). Considering that grammar knowledge 

enables readers and listeners to integrate word knowledge and syntactic knowledge at 

the phrase, clause and sentence levels (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014), it can be argued 

that these two component skills go hand in hand together. Therefore, studies should 

not ignore the important role of grammar knowledge for the sake of vocabulary 

knowledge. We can then extend Koda’s (2005) suggestion that vocabulary knowledge 

is prerequisite for reading comprehension to grammar knowledge and to listening 

contexts as well. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, both reading and listening 

comprehension were found to benefit more from linguistic components than cognitive 

components. This finding is significant as it underlines the importance of linguistic 

development in explaining text comprehension. Alderson (1984) asked a commonly 

addressed question of whether L2 reading comprehension is a language or a reading 

problem. Converting the question into listening comprehension and asking whether 

listening comprehension is a language or a listening problem, the answer derived 

from the current meta-analysis would be that listening comprehension is a linguistic 

problem rather than a listening problem on its own. In other words, working memory, 

which is independent of linguistic proficiency, has less effect on listening 

comprehension than vocabulary and grammar knowledge. The relatively limited effect 

of working memory on both L2 listening and reading comprehension as well as the 

fact that working memory is a component beyond the reach of teachers thus 

impossible to intervene, highlight the significance of linguistic components in 

determining variance among individuals. Therefore, the suggestion that grammar and 

vocabulary knowledge should be promoted first seems to be a valid one.  

An important contribution of the current meta-analysis to literature is the 

comparison between L1 and L2 listening comprehension in terms of the factors 

involved in the process. This comparison would allow us to determine whether the 

process is dependent on the status of the target language. To this end, noteworthy 

similarities and differences were found between L1 and L2 listening comprehension. 

Similar to the resemblance of listening to reading comprehension, linguistic 

components had stronger correlations to comprehension than working memory in both 

L1 and L2 listening comprehension. This is also strong evidence of comprehension 

being a matter of linguistic knowledge rather than a listening problem on its own. 

This finding is an indicator of the fact that even the native speakers, assumedly more 

competent speakers of the language, are vulnerable to differences in linguistic 

components in the process of text comprehension. Then it is the responsibility of the 

teachers and practitioners to develop linguistic components first before expecting 
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language learners to comprehend the texts brought to language classrooms. It should 

be kept in mind that what causes the students to fail might be the linguistic 

deficiencies rather than deficiencies in listening skills. 

Finally, there were significant differences between L1 and L2 listening 

comprehension. The first one is related to the predictive value of linguistic 

components in explaining comprehension. A close inspection of the results 

demonstrates that the effect of grammar and vocabulary knowledge was smaller in 

native listening comprehension than in L2 listening comprehension. It might be 

because of the fact that L1 speakers don’t demonstrate great differences in their 

grammar and vocabulary knowledge of their mother tongue, resulting in small effect 

sizes of these two components in their overall comprehension success. Unlike L1 

speakers, L2 learners were more sensitive to differences in these two component skills 

because of the probable individual differences in linguistic proficiency. A more 

detailed inspection of the two linguistic components underlined that grammar 

knowledge was less effective than vocabulary knowledge in explaining success in L1 

listening comprehension. Considering that there are limited grammatical patterns in 

a language but far more lexical knowledge to be acquired, it is expected that the 

natives have reached near perfection in their grammar but their lexical growth is in 

constant progress. Therefore, while grammar knowledge is expected to be at a certain 

level for all native speakers, vocabulary knowledge might show much more variance 

from individual to individual. As a result, grammar and vocabulary knowledge shows 

differential effects on L1 and L2 listening.  

The second major difference between L1 and L2 listening comprehension is the 

effect of metacognition on the latter. Defined as conscious and goal-oriented 

procedures facilitating a learning task (Chamot, 2005), learning strategies yielded 

strong correlations with L2 listening comprehension meaning that it is an important 

predictor of success in L2 listening comprehension. Also, previous experimental 

studies seeking to find out the effect of learning strategy instruction on listening 

comprehension (Carrier, 2003; Ross & Rost, 1991; Thompson & Rubin, 1996) clearly 

demonstrated that such instruction led to significant improvements in oral 

comprehension. Taking into consideration the experimental evidence and the strong 

correlations obtained from our study, we can argue that metacognition is an 

important component of listening comprehension in L2. The difference between L1 

and L2 in this aspect may be resulting from the fact that L1 listening does not pose a 

learning task for native speakers as L2 does for language learners. Consequently, it is 

suggested for scholars that they take into consideration metacognition as part of L2 

studies and the practitioners that they deliver listening comprehension strategy 

instruction to improve L2 listening comprehension.  

Another striking difference is related to correlations between affective components 

and listening comprehension. While L1 listening comprehension is not reported to 

correlate with any affective factors, moderate to strong correlations were found 

between L2 listening comprehension and self-concept (as measured by motivation and 

self-efficacy scores) and anxiety. As Oxford and Shearin (1994) suggest, motivation is 
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directly associated with how much effort an L2 learner would invest in learning the 

target language and how much they would engage in language learning tasks in and 

out of class and how often they would use language learning strategies. Considering 

this broad range of motivation influences, it is not surprising to see reports of its 

strong correlation with L2 listening. Similarly, learners’ beliefs about their 

capabilities to regulate their own learning determine their motivation levels and 

academic accomplishments as well (Bandura, 1993). Self-efficacy in this sense may 

contribute to L2 listening either directly or indirectly by increasing the level of 

motivation to learn the language. Further studies are suggested to test this but what 

is noteworthy is the large contribution of these factors to comprehension. Unlike 

motivation and self-efficacy beliefs, anxiety correlated negatively with L2 listening 

comprehension. In a review of studies addressing language learning anxiety, 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1991) underline that anxiety is an important problem that 

can have negative effects on the acquisition and production of the target language. 

This view was supported by the studies included in this meta-analysis. Based on the 

findings, it could be asserted that the affective domain has much to do with L2 

listening comprehension. To this end, the model by Kintsch (1988) seems to be lacking 

in fully capturing the dynamics involved in text comprehension. The model involves 

cognitive, linguistic and general world knowledge components but disregards the 

affective domain. This may be due to the fact that the model was suggested for L1 

comprehension. If we are to apply this model to L2 text comprehension, we should 

take into consideration the suggestion by Krashen (1985) that L2 learners bring with 

themselves “affective filters” and add an affective component to the model. Affective 

components as suggested by the findings can comprise of learners’ motivation towards 

and their beliefs about their performance in the target language and their anxiety 

levels in the language classroom. However, it should be noted that the relation 

between these components may be bidirectional. Low level of success in listening may 

lead to the low level of self-concept and high levels of anxiety or low level of success in 

listening comprehension may lead to the low level of self-concept and high level of 

anxiety. In this sense, affective factors may not be necessarily the components but the 

mediators, or broadly speaking, correlates of L2 listening comprehension.  

To summarize, listening comprehension in L1 and L2 is a complex process involving 

linguistic, cognitive and affective correlates. Especially considering the important role 

listening texts brought to teaching environments play in developing the learners’ 

academic and linguistic skills (Rashidi & Khosravi, 2010), it is a must for researchers 

and practitioners alike to cater for as many factors as possible to decrease the effect of 

individual differences among language learners on L2 listening comprehension. 

6. Conclusions 

The present meta-analysis set out to (a) investigate the correlates of L1 and L2 

listening comprehension and (b) discover their strengths of association with L1 and 

L2 listening comprehension and (c) find out the similarities and differences between 

L2 listening and reading comprehension. To this end, primary studies reporting 
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correlation results between listening comprehension and its components were 

retrieved from several databases. A total of 33 studies (26 studies addressing L2, 7 

studies addressing L1 listening comprehension) reported correlation scores between 

linguistic, cognitive and affective factors and listening comprehension. As a result of 

insufficient empirical evidence, the results obtained in this meta-analysis should be 

taken with great care.   

Despite the low number of studies, the combined correlation scores from the studies 

under review yielded several significant arguments for discussion. First and most 

important of all, it was clearly seen that like reading comprehension, listening 

comprehension is a complex skill comprised of several components. The studies under 

review showed that listening comprehension could be explained through success in 

linguistic, cognitive and affective factors. This requires researchers and teachers to 

take a componential to listening comprehension and to improve component skills for 

developing listening comprehension.  

Second, it was found that linguistic components, grammar and vocabulary 

knowledge in the present case, were more strongly associated with listening 

comprehension in L1 and L2 than working memory. This indicated that 

comprehension is more of a matter of linguistic knowledge than cognition. The results 

in this sense are similar to those obtained in reading comprehension. Grammar and 

vocabulary were found to be correlating with reading comprehension significantly 

more strongly than working memory.  

Another significant finding was the difference between L1 and L2 listening 

comprehension in terms of the components involved and their strengths of association 

with comprehension. Unlike L1 listening comprehension, L2 listening comprehension 

was sensitive to metacognition and affective components such as motivation and 

anxiety. While there were no reports of a correlation between metacognition, affect 

and listening comprehension in L1, such scores were commonly observed in L2 

contexts, which underlined the need to take into consideration the affective factors in 

language classrooms. Higher levels of motivation and self-efficacy along with lower 

anxiety levels brought about higher scores in listening comprehension.  

The oft-discussed problem that listening is a neglected skill is evident from the 

number of studies included in this meta-analysis. In parallel with this insufficient 

empirical accumulation and a limited number of participants included, the effect of 

moderator variables such as the participants’ age, the tasks being receptive or 

productive, L1 and L2 distance could not be investigated. Therefore, the results 

reported here represent heterogeneous samples, which discourage making strong 

claims about the correlates of listening comprehension. Therefore, further studies are 

needed to add to our understanding of L1 and L2 comprehension.  

In addition to insufficient empirical data, this meta-analysis is also limited in that 

only those studies reporting correlation scores were included in the analysis with 

experimental studies being excluded. Consequently, a further meta-analysis of 
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experimental studies should be conducted to capture a more comprehensive picture of 

the components involved in the listening comprehension process. 
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